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Editor' s  Note: This chapter is predominantly a historical study and discussion , and 
it has therefore been decided to leave references to ' district s '  and ' sub-district s '  
unchanged i n  their previous meanings and not to alter them to bring them i n  line with 
the present nomenclature .  

7 . 7 . 4 . 1 .  I N T R O D U C T O R Y  R EM A R K S  

Thi s chapter in it ially attempts t o  sh ow how the basic features o f  

pre-colonial Papua New Guinea soc iety and the methods o f  colonial admin

is trat ion rai sed the need for interpretat ion services . It then des cribes  

the main features of  the services  that were created to meet thi s  need . 

There follows an examinat i on o f  t he three salient features o f  the work 

of interpreters in distri c t  administration . The con clus ion attemp t s  

to predict the fut ure of  the s e  three fe atures . 

7 . 7 . 4 . 2 .  T H E  L A N G U A GE S I T U AT I O N , AN D O F F I C I A L S  

In 1884 Papua New Guinea entered the phas e of its history during 

which it was to be a colony of western powers . l The co lonial powers 
adopted a system of district administ rat ion through whi ch to govern the 

1 80 , O O O -odd square miles of  territory for whi ch they had assumed res

ponsib i lity . Progres s ively t he territory was divided into a numb er of 

di stricts , each of  which was subdivided int o sub-distri cts . As govern

ment intensified its  functions , dis tricts and s ub-districts increased 

in numb e r ,  and , pa ri pass u ,  reduced in s i ze . Each district inc luded a 

he ad station,  and each sub-di strict its  stat i on . Administrat ion and 

departmental offic ials lived and worked at these  stations . They thus 
were foci of  government act ivit ies , and points of cont inuous c ontact 

between officials ( immigrant ) and the pub lic  ( large ly indigenous ) .  
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Papua New Guine a society had no formal ised institutions of govern

ment covering large aggregations of people through which the colonial 
I 

powers could govern indire ctly . All  types of government acti vit ies 

thus required dire ct dealings between expatriate  offic ials and an in

digenous pub li c .  A village offic ialdom was created t o  fac ilitate these  

deal ings . In the other fie lds of West ern activity that rapidly appeared 

- that is Christ ian e vangelisat i on,  c ommerce , and primary industry -

similar direct dealings characterised int erpers onal relat ionships between 

indigenes and expatriates . 

Pap ua New Guinea ' s  comp lex distribut ion of frequent ly mut ually un

intelligib le languages adj acent to each other , with each used by a com

parat ively smal l numb er of speakers , is we l l  known . In any one sub

district therefore the government personnel posted there would b e  working 

with a pub lic speaking any one of up to 20 languages . How , then , did 

government personne l and memb ers of  the pub lic talk to each other? On 

the one hand European language s were used by the dominant immigrants . 

Apart from German in German New Guinea between 1884  and 19 14 , English 

was us e d .  On t he other hand were the 700- odd indigenous language s .  

Rapidly deve loping from 18 8 4 ,  and coming int o use in the lingui stic  

middle ground , were the two lingue franche ,  Pidgin and Hi ri Motu . 

Few Papua New Guineans learned English unt il 194 5 when a nat ional 

primary educat ion programme commenced . By 1966  no more than perhaps 

1 0 %  of the indigenous population c ould claim literacy in English , 2 and 

the great maj ority of this perc entage was concentrat ed in towns . Few 

immigrant ' Europeans ' learnt any of the indigenous languages . 3 For 

those  government personne l wh o could overcome the daunt ing prob lems of 

learning without materials or tuition what were mos t likely to be  highly 
di ffi cult language s ,  the further prob lems of  cho i ce of language had to 

be faced . In ten years a government offic ial may have served on five 

or s i x  s tat ions dealing with a populat ion among whom 50 p erhaps radi

cally di fferent languages were spoken . Clearly whi lst  government p er

sonnel could pick up a smatt ering of one or two languages , they could 

not be expected to learn indigenous language s to use in their dealings 

with the pub li c . 
What was prob ab ly the only official at tempt to organise courses 

teaching indigenous languages to government personnel as a career 
training element was made in the late 1950 s .  This at tempt has had no 

current ly rec ognisab le effect on the Pub lic Servi ce . 
The emergence  of  Pidgin and Hiri Motu met the need for a language 

common to indigenes and immigrant s .  Large numb ers of Papua New Guineans 

learnt one or b oth of them as part of their adj ustment to the nat ional 
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culture , emergin g in c omp et ition with di s crete vi llage or trib al cUl-
4 tures . At the other end of  t he language spectrum a signifi cant frac-

tion of expatriates  whose work involved day to day dealings with Papua 

New Guineans also learnt one ( or b oth ) of the lingue franche . 

7 . 7 . 4 . 3 .  I N T E R P R E T E R S 

However,  there have b een and still  are innumerab le day to day situ

ations in which government b us iness  has t o  b e  transacted b etween an 

offic ial and a member ( or members ) of t he pub lic  who have no c ommon 

language . These  s i tuations raise  the need for int erpret ers . Sometimes , 

o f  course ,  one o f  the pub lic on the spot interprets on an a d  h oc b as i s . 

But there has always b een a need for a b ody of  spe cialist  interpreters 

to work in dis tric t s . 

Two ty pes of  interpreters are used - village i nterpreters ( or 

tultuls ) ,  and s tat ion i nterpreters . The o ffic e  of tultul originated in 

the Te rrit ory of New Guinea,  and with few except ions , tultuls were 

appoint ed only in New Guine a .  Tultuls achieved their honorary office 

by appointment made under the Nat ive Administrat ion Ordinance . Each 
lives  in his own village and i s  on call to vi siting government p ersonne l .  

However,  in New Guinea di stricts  the nwnb er o f  tultuls  has been steadily 

reduced s ince  the e arly 19 50 s ,  unti l  at the t ime of  writ ing in late 1 9 7 3  

i t  i s  only ab out 2 50 .  This res ulted from a government policy of abol

ishing the offi ce  in all villages incorporated into local government 
c ouncils . Thus in those sections o f  New Guinea in which s tation inter

preters have not been appointed , the c ommencement of local government 

has meant the termination of offic ial interpretation s e rvices . 
S tation int erpreters have b een appointed in Papua since 1884 . They 

are s alarie d members of the Pub lic  Service employed full-t ime at govern
ment estab li shments . The s tatutory b as i s  for their employment has 
varie d from time to t ime . 5 Conditions of engagement have steadily im

proved and mos t  s tat ion interpreters are now career pub lic servant s . 6 

However s ome are employed on a temporary b as i s . In 197 3 the Divi s ion 

of  District Adminis tration ( the organisat ion within the government 

responsib le for district adminis tration ) employed approximat ely 170 
station int erpreters . These  were posted throughout the c ountry in twos 

and threes  in al l the Papuan distric t s  and in s ome districts of New 

Guinea .  The re were historical reason s  for this extension of a Papuan 

pract ice  int o New Guinea .  

Since  19 4 5 ,  as  government expanded in to areas hitherto unadministered , 

the Papuan policy for provis ion of station interpreters was adopted in 

the four New Guinea highlands dis tricts  and also in the newly 



1132  W . E .  TOMASETTI 

adminis tered sub-districts of some other districts such as West Sepik 

and Morobe . However , in many ins t ance s ,  tultuls were also appointed 

in vi l lages in the s e  areas . 
In summary therefore t here were in lat e 19 7 3 ,  about 170  s t ati on 

interpreters and 2 50 tultuls workin g .  7 Whilst the bas es of their ser

vic e  differe d ,  and the methods and criteria by which they were sel ected 

also di ffere d ,  many of  the fe atures of  their work were similar . 

Because few stat ion or village interpre ters had had any formal 

s chooling and had not ot herwise  learnt English , their interpretations 

were in most cas e s  from a vernacular int o one of the lingue franche 

known by the official for whom they were interpreting . Many taught 

themselves a wide selection of English words whi ch were useful in inter

pretat ion . 

7 . 7 . 4 . 4 .  T H R E E  F E A T U R E S  C H A RA C T E R I S I N G  T H E  W O R K  O F  I N T E R P R E T E R S 

Three fe atures charact erise the work of  interpret ers in dis trict  

administrat ion in Papua New Guinea .  The firs t of thes e is  of a b as i c  

culture/linguistic  nature . The second concerns the veri ficat i on o f  

skil ls in interpreters . And the third deals with the genesis  of  pro

fes s i onal ethi c s . 

7 . 7 . 4 . 4 . 1 .  V I FFE RENCES B ETW EEN  THE PAPUA NEW GUIN EAN ANV WESTERN 

CU LTURAL  ANV L I NGUISTI C SET- UPS 

The first feat ure ab out interpretation is of  a b as i c  culture/lin

gui st ic nat ure . It i s  a truism that there are vast di fferences b etween 
Papua New Guinea ' culture ' ( i f such a broad generalisat ion has any 

val idit y )  and We stern culture . The s e  di fferences are reflected in the 

s cale of  the differences  b etween the s e  languages . Thi s does not refer 

on ly t o  di fferences in syntax and morphology , phonology , and vocabulary 

which are all real enough . Rather it refers to the differenc e s  b etween 

each culture ( and language ) in : ( a) their total stores of kn ow ledge ; 

( b ) the ir s ources  of  new knowledge and the value each put s on each of 

i t s  s ources ; ( c )  the s chemes by which each works out relat ionships 

between units  of know ledge ; and (d)  the categories into which each 

divides  its s tore of  knowledge . 
English serves an urb an , technologi cal , industrial , s oc iety with 

centralised and specialised institutions . In almost diametric oppos i
tion,  Papua New Guinea langu age s serve mic ro-rural societies t hat are 

on the sub s i stence level in economics , pr eliterate and generally un

specialised . 
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In other words , the languages on b oth sides of the s ituat ion are 
each laden with ideas , concept s ,  values , and systems of relat ionships 

between things quite different to e ach other;  which , in any cas e ,  could 

not always be adequat ely,  e conomically , and elegant ly trans lated t o  and 

from the othe r .  Perhaps individuals with the capac ity and leisure fu lly 

to unders tand e ach culture and language could perce ive the intellectual 

and lingui stic  re lat ion ships necessary to find common ground . Mos t 

station and vi llage interpret ers are capab le o f  achieving , and therefore 
wisely as pire t o ,  lesser aims . 

In pract i c e ,  of  course , experience did much to help interpreters fi nd 

ways out of the general difficulties out l ined ab ove . Whils t t hey would 

be required to interpret over a wide range of matter s ,  this range would 

inc lude topics that tend to re-oc cur in b roadly similar terms . This 

range of  matters would have increas ed from the last decades of  t he 19th 

century to the 7 0 s  of  t he 2 0 th century . 

In i t s  early phas es  government c onc entrat ed on explorat ion , pac i fi

cation,  and law and order . Any int erpreter working, for examp l e , on 

his ninth murder investigat i on would prob ab ly find many points of 

famil iarity b etwe en it and earlier cases . But 80 years later t he work 
o f  di s trict administration has expande d to include involvement in fos

t ering modernisat i on through political , economic and so cial change . 

Thi s rapid enlargement o f  t he s tock of  ideas , at titudes , and te chniques 

in constant use in district administrat ion in the fourth , fifth , sixth 

and seventh decades has strained the capacity of  interpreters to inter

pret . Nevertheles s  in the s ame way as law and order adminis trat ion 

dealt with repe tit ive is sues , so could an interpreter b uild  on his  
expe rience of  repeated t op i cs and s ituations in development admini stra

tion.  

7 . 7 . 4 . 4 . 2 .  COMPETE N C E  OF  I NTERPRETERS I N  LANGUAGES 

The se cond feature ab out station interpreters is the inab ility o f  

the employing authority t o  b e  cert ain of  t he competence o f  the appointee 

in the languages whi ch he i s  appointed to int erpret . In all cases this 

would be one indigenous language and one ( or two ) of  the lingue franche . 

Addit ionally , many s t ation interpreters claimed competence in p erhaps 

up to four or five in digenous language s ,  and were expe cted t o  interpret 

them from t ime to t ime . It is  only in the las t  decade that t here has 

b een any sub s t ant ial lit erature on Papua New Guinea language s and much 

of this is not ne cessarily readily availab le to offi c ials concerned w ith 
appointment s .  In any cas e ,  a very large frac tion o f  the languages remain 

unstudied .  Thi s  general lack of document at ion means it is  impossible  
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s c ient ifically to test  an appointee in the language s in which he is 
required to be  profi c ient , although of course in post-war years sp ecific 

interpretat i on skills could have b e en tes ted . 

Usually however, the recommending official s ought the opinion of local 
person s ,  generally personnel s erving on the stat ion . 

were not necessarily informed and obj ective , as it was 

they would be profic ient in the relevan t language s .  

Their opinions 

unlikely that 

Proven skills in the designated languages could not thus be  expected 

of s t at i on interpret ers . Apart from doub t  ab out their c omp et ence in 

the relevant languages ,  the only training stat ion int erpreters received 

was on the j ob training from thos e with longer s ervice  than thems elves . 

There were no formalised training c ours es  arranged by thos e with the 

necessary specific s kills . No doub t many of  t he interpret ers had innate 

skills ; but no doub t also learning on the j ob often resulted in tech

nical s terility and general ob s oles cence of techniques . 

Thi s s ituation was perhaps o ften compounded by an ab s ence o f  skill 

in us ing int erpretat i on s ervices  among those government personnel and 

members of the pub lic uS ing t hem.  But interpreters c ould be relied upon 

general ly to exercise ingenuity suffic ient to b ridge gaps in the i r  know
ledge and if neces sary c onceal from the ir seniors any deficiencies in 

th eir work . But this is a serious drawb ack of the system . 

In the case of  t ultuls , the office was generally perceived , in a de 

facto way , as b eing one of potent ial import ance  in village polit ic s .  

The o ffice o f  ' Luluai ' ,  s enior in a village , generally went t o  the 

n ominee of  the prime fact ion : the o ffice of  tultul s imilarly went to 

the nominee of  the sec ond fact ion . Political interest rather than lan

guage ab i lity could t hus be  expected t o  dominate the mot ives of  tho s e  

spons oring a new appointee . There was usually a wide choic e ,  as a 

tultul had only to speak his village language and Pidgi n .  

There are s ome prac tical che cks on int erpretat ion in situat ion s in 

whi ch sett lement of an i ssue b etw een two p art ies is s ought . Each party 

at the sett lement general ly maintains a running check on the ac curacy 

of the int erpretat ion , and is free t o  dispute any inaccuracies t hat 
s eem to j e opardise its  intere s t s . Reso lut ion of such challenges , 

however , c ould seldom be on the bas is o f  lingui stic  verit ies , rat ionally 

estab li she d .  

7 . 7 . 4 . 4 . 3 .  RE LAT I ONS H I P  O F  PUB L I C  S ER "ANTS TO THE PUB L I C  IN  PAPUA N EW 

G U I N E A  

The third feature aris es  from the relationship of  pub lic servants  

t o  the pub li c  in  Papua New Guinea .  Expat riate  pub lic s ervants working 
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in Papua New Guinea operate o n  tradit ions of pub lic service derived 

from those whi ch took shape in Britain in the middle of the 19th century . 

These stre s s  the ob ligation of  a pub lic servant to gi ve honest , diligent 

and loyal servi ce  to hi s seniors and the service . Thes e  ideals have 

been rapidly embraced by nat ionals in the Pub lic Service in Papua New 

Guinea as a nati onal pub lic se rvi ce  has deve loped . 8 In the early years 

of the colonial regime loyalt ie s of out stat ion personnel tended to fo cus 
on individual officials . The police force in part icular developed strong 

loyalties and espri t de corps ; this was helped b y  ordered daily rout ines , 

uniforms , direct and cont inuous c ontact with seniors . C ommon ly , memb ers 

served away from their home area and the refore away from family and 

other primary social ob ligations . 

St ation interpreters also developed pride in their work , the very 

nat ure of  whi ch kept them involved at the centre of  pub l i c  affairs in 

their own community,  and in a network of int erpers onal ob ligati ons of 

many s orts to their kin and others . The need to recon c i le these ob li
gations , s ome t ime s  in c onflict w ith their loyalty t o  government , must 

have been constant . Even s o ,  stat ion interpreters had more room for 

man oe uvre and compromise  b etween pressures and loyalties than village 

interpreters would have had . A tultul ' s  world was a village - a t ight 

system of intimate ob ligat ions , the di s charge o f  which were subj ect  to 

pub l i c  review . Int erpretation was commonly done  in the he aring of  t he ir 

neighb ours whose  interests may e ither b e  enhanced or  diminishe d ,  dep

ending on the out c ome of  the issue b e ing determined , with the ass istance 

of  the tultul . 

Interpreters ' services  are general ly required when the even tenor of  

vi llage life has been disturbed by s ome unlawful event . They are thus 

important in the pro c e s s  which init iat es  a restorat ion of harmony and 

b alance  in the village . I t  i s  t hus not surpri sing that memb ers o f  the 

pub lic they serve expe ct them to go out side the s imple ro le of inter

pretat i on ,  and act as de facto advocat e s  who have the advantage o f  

knowing the sys t em and there fore have the attributed capacity t o  mani

pulate it . It would indeed b e  surprising if  immediate parochial s o c ial 

ob ligations di d not s omet imes dominate an interpreter' s  work , in defiance  

of  his  eme rge nt ' profess ional ' standards . That the  sys tem w orks at  all 

provides  evidence of the calib re of the individuals and the ir appreci

at ion of the societal value of  the funct ion they are performin g .  

The dilemma of  interpreters i s  a s imple one . The idea o f  loyalty 

to an organi sation is one that they have to learn ' de n o vo ' .  But they 

are products o f ,  and remain emb edded in, societies with tradit ions of 

ab solute  loyalty to family and c lan . 
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7 . 7 . 4 . 5 . C O N C L U D I N G  R E MA R K S  

These  three fac t ors th at make diffi cult the funct ion o f  interpretation 

in di strict administrat ion have existed s inc e the c ommen cement of  

admini strat ion,  and they are unlikely to disappear . The e ffect of  the 

first  factor will  wane  as more and more Papua New Guineans re ce ive 

primary and secondary educ ati on and so achi eve a sounder unders tanding 
of Western culture in general and in part icular thos e asp ects  o f  i t  that 

are influential in modern ising Papua New Guinea culture . But the spread 

of improvement th at thes e new skills will make in interpretat i on in 

rural s it uat ions is unlikely to be dramat ic . 

Simi larly , it is diffi cult to imagine the s tudy of language in Papua 

New Guinea proceeding at a speed that will provide documente d  and 

s cholarly studie s of all languages in the next few decades . The s cale 

of academi c resources ne cess ary for such an advan ce are unlike ly to be 

availab le .  Whilst  various univers ities maint ain s cholars in the field 

and the Summer Inst it ute of  Linguistics  has commenced a wide range o f  

stud i es , a s ignificant numb er o f  language s in Papua New Guinea remains 

uns tudied . The situation in whi ch an applicant for an interpreter ' s  

pos it i on can b e  properly tested in the language s he is required t o  sp eak 

i s  not yet in sight . 

It  is in the third fac tor that some improvement can b e  expect ed . A 

nat ional pub l i c  s ervi c e  is emerging rapidly in Papua New Guin ea in res

p onse to the tempo of national c onstitut ional development and a grow ing 

pub li c  interest in and concern with national politic al affairs . Improve

ment in the espri t de corps , an enhanced awareness of pub li c  servic e  

st andards , and a growth i n  loyalty t o  the new nat ion st ate among the 

c orps of interpreters may well result from spec ific training cours es 

and the c onsolidat ion of t he nat ional pub lic servic e .  
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N O T  E S 

1 .  Great Brit ain ,  Germany and Aus tralia were variou s ly invol ved as 

Metropoli tan power . Japan conquered and admin is tered parts of Papua 

New Guinea b etween 1 9 4 2  and 19 4 5 .  

2 .  Bureau of  Statistic s ,  Population Census 19 6 6 , Preliminary Bulletin 

No . 20 .  

3 .  Most of  the except ions were mis s i onaries . 

4 .  Pidgin has well over 1 , 0 0 0 , 00 0  speakers , and Hiri Motu up t o  

2 30 , 0 0 0 . 

5 .  Re levan t  s tatut es  are listed hereunde r :  
( a ) From 1 9 0 5  t o  194 7 :  Nat ive Crown Servants Ordinance ( Papua)  

(b ) From 19 4 7  t o  19 6 0 : Nat ive Lab our Ordinance ( Papua and New Guin ea )  

( c )  From 1960  t o  19 6 4 : Administrat ion Servant s Ordinan ce ( Papua and 

New Guinea)  
(d )  From 19 6 4  to date : Pub lic Service Ordinance ( Papua and New Guinea) . 

6 .  Current ly ( late 1 9 7 3 )  the pub li c  service in cludes only one class of 
interpreter . Qualificat ion for the posit ion i s  s imply the ab ility t o  
' tran s lat e ' ( s i c ) , and the salary range i s  $89 0-$1 , 1 2 5 .  By comparison , 
the first four clas ses o f  Clerk ( one t o  four ) include among qualifi ca

t ions for the posit ion poss e s s ion of the School Cert ificate  ( s at i s fact ory 

complet ion o f  Form 4 ) . The clas s  on e salary range is $9 30-$1 , 2 5 5 , and 

the clas s  four range is $ 1 , 9 0 5-$2 , 115 . After ab out ten years ' s ervi ce , 
a clerk may well achieve doub le the sal ary o f  an interpreter w ith 2 0  
years ' service . 
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7 .  Department of the Chief Minister and Development Administrat ion 

records . 

8 .  Thi s  proc ess  has on ly re cent ly gathered momentum . Much remains to 

be  achieved in this sensitive and vital field . 
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